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History and Current Practices of Assessment 
to Demonstrate Value Added
Patricia J. Smith
University of Central Arkansas
With more than 1,500 honors programs currently in operation and hundreds of millions of dollars being spent throughout 
American institutions, external pressure is building for account-
ability in honors programs (Scott and Smith 2016). Today’s society 
“expects colleges and universities to graduate students who can get 
things done in the world and are prepared for effective and engaged 
citizenship” (Keeling et al. 2004:5). Doyle (2004) also has noted the 
increasing scrutiny of higher education:
the attention given to higher education’s success at fostering 
student learning has increased in recent years. The rapidly 
rising cost of higher education and the increased attention 
to accountability only add to the pressure on colleges and 
universities to validate their lofty claims of higher learning. 
(p. 375)
Scott Carnicom and Christopher A. Snyder (2010) suggest that 
honors programs and colleges that do not participate in assessment 
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risk alienating the “accountability-driven entities” within the insti-
tution and the larger higher education community (p. 69). Higher 
education institutions continue to focus on data such as college 
grade point averages (GPA) and retention and graduation rates as 
determinants of success. Honors programs are admitting students, 
however, who are already expected to do well in higher education 
based on their prior high school success as measured by GPAs 
and standardized test scores. The use of these same types of data, 
therefore, is insufficient to evaluate the value added by an honors 
program or college. In 2006, Achterberg argued for the importance 
of research and accountability for the survival of honors, and very 
little has changed in over a decade. Achterberg (2006) stated:
At present, there is little understanding of honors issues 
in higher education and few studies that show its worth 
one way or the other. Honors cannot survive the future on 
anecdotal evidence. If we do not act, and if we do not lead, 
there will be nothing in honors to save at all. (p. 39)
Sean K. Kelly (2013) suggests that rates of honors program 
completion should not be the only measure of success for an 
honors program and that sometimes, in fact, the high standards 
of the honors program could work against it, but he also points 
out that that does not mean the program has not been success-
ful. Kelly (2013) argues that honors administrators should instead 
be assessing how students’ involvement in honors correlates with 
engagement in university life, accomplishments after graduation, 
and higher satisfaction with their university experience, in addition 
to higher graduation rates. He agrees that these assessments could 
prove useful in promoting the position of honors within the institu-
tion. Because college and university administrators expect honors 
programs and colleges to provide evidence of added value to the 
students’ academic careers through participation in such programs, 
greater involvement in outcomes assessment could be the answer 
that honors programs are seeking.
Assessment and evaluation in honors programs can serve 
multiple functions. By undergoing the process of assessment and 
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evaluation, programs can respond to concerns about and demands 
for accountability from internal and external audiences (Achterberg 
2006). Internal audiences include college or university administra-
tion; external audiences include students, families, alumni, donors, 
and other taxpayers. More importantly, the use of assessment can 
contribute to a “shared understanding” of the values and mission of 
a program and lead to more informed decision-making and trans-
parency (Jones and Whelburg 2014:18).
As the first wave of honors programs was being introduced at 
institutions of higher education in the first half of the 20th century, 
evaluation of these programs was “for the most part . . . subjec-
tive and nonscientific” (Heist and Langland 1966:257). According 
to Heist and Langland (1966), early evaluations “rarely extended 
beyond assignment of grades for performance” (p. 254). Evaluation 
efforts tended to be qualitative assessments that focused on student 
and faculty opinion rather than student outcomes and program 
quality (Heist and Langland 1966). When the Inter-University 
Committee on the Superior Student (ICSS) was established in 1956, 
attention was quickly given to the evaluation of existing programs, 
and by 1961 the ICSS invited the Social Science Research Council’s 
Committee on Personality Development in Youth to lead a research 
conference (Heist and Langland 1966). This event marked a transi-
tion in evaluation for the field of honors education, and the studies 
that began appearing in The Superior Student, ICSS’s publication, in 
the following decade, although still largely focused on student and 
faculty opinions, began to generate quantitative data that allowed 
programs to examine selection and retention issues (Heist and 
Langland 1966).
By 1963, 56 percent of honors programs reported using “simple 
statistical examinations of the number of dropouts from their pro-
grams . . .” and “almost half of all directors reported that their staffs 
had conducted or begun formal evaluations” within the five years 
prior (Heist and Langland 1966:265). Despite the progress, Heist 
and Langland (1966) stated that “the evaluative research conducted 
on honors programs to date [had] not provided a very adequate 
basis for ascertaining the real values, as well as the weaknesses, of 
30
Smith
special programs for the superior or gifted student” (p. 274). Heist 
and Langland (1966) argued that additional evaluation needed to 
occur and that the particular variables that needed further attention 
included program participants, faculty, course content, physical 
and social context of the program, and the cost involved in attain-
ing objectives.
Two early works about honors assessment and evaluation were 
by C. Grey Austin. He published Handbook for the Evaluation of an 
Honors Program in 1981, and in 1991 Austin’s Honors Programs: 
Development, Review, and Revitalization provided extensive details 
about the self-study process and the process for undertaking a pro-
gram review. The first faculty institute on honors education was 
hosted by NCHC’s Committee on Honors Evaluation in 1997 and 
had 76 participants (Brown 1997). At this institute, the committee 
introduced the ideas of external review and self-study. John Grady, 
co-chair for the Committee on Honors Evaluation, said that these 
two approaches were the most effective ways to improve an honors 
program, and he was quoted as saying, “assessment is the means; 
improvement is the end” (Grady cited in Brown 1997:1).
The focus on periodic evaluation shifted to systematic, ongoing 
assessment, and the first handbook was replaced by Otero and Spur-
rier’s (2005) Assessing and Evaluating Honors Programs and Honors 
Colleges: A Practical Handbook, also published by NCHC. Figure 
1 presents a diagram illustrating their approach to assessment and 
evaluation. In this monograph, Otero and Spurrier explain that 
in order to conduct effective assessment, as can be seen in Figure 
1, the honors director or dean must first identify outcomes spe-
cifically related to the educational objectives of the program. The 
director must then gather and interpret evidence of how the pro-
gram is or is not meeting those outcomes. Finally, after interpreting 
the evidence to determine whether or not the program is meeting 
its defined objectives, the director and faculty should implement 
any change that is needed. Otero and Spurrier (2005) provide hon-
ors administrators with information on how to evaluate and assess 
their programs using program self-study and a site visit in order 
to “demonstrate their strengths, address their weaknesses, generate 
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institutional support, and gain outside validation of their accom-
plishments and goals” (p. 5).
Otero and Spurrier (2005) suggested that an important compo-
nent for assessing an honors program or college is the assessment of 
student learning. Assessment of student learning “is most effective 
when it reflects an understanding of learning as multidimensional 
and revealed in performance through time” (Otero and Spurrier 
2005:9). This type of assessment also requires the use of both quan-
titative measures, such as student grades or credit hours earned, 
and qualitative measures, such as the review of a portfolio or cap-
stone project.
In 2011, the Assessment and Evaluation Committee of NCHC 
issued a report, written by Otero, Spurrier, and Lanier, that focused 
on quantitative, measurable data. Their reason for such a focus was 
that they believed that “evaluation provides an opportunity for hon-
ors programs and honors colleges to demonstrate their strengths, 
address their weaknesses, generate institutional support, and gain 
outside validation of their accomplishments and goals” (p. 12). The 
committee report also suggests that the assessment process, which 
figure 1. methods of assessment effectiveness
Note: Reproduced from Otero and Spurrier (2005).
Identify Outcomes Gather Evidence
Honors Mission 
Educational Objectives
Interpret Evidence
Implement Change
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is presented in Figure 2, is not just a collection of methods: it is 
cyclical in nature (Otero, Spurrier, and Lanier 2011).
Although assessment and evaluation have been widely adopted 
for the continuous improvement of academic programs within the 
larger realm of higher education, not all faculty and administrators 
in honors education are accepting of these practices. Joan Digby 
(2014) argued against outcomes assessment in higher education, 
stating that her “goal is not to score or measure students against 
preconceived expectations but to encourage the unexpected, break-
through response that is utterly new, different, and thus exciting” (p. 
4). The idea that student learning is not easily measured is an idea 
that remains prevalent within the field of honors education despite 
a long history of outcomes assessment being practiced within the 
field. Carnicom and Snyder (2010) suggest that the tasks involved 
figure 2. feedback cycle of an assessment plan
Note: Reproduced from Otero, Spurrier, and Lanier (2011).
Use Assessment Results to Revise 
Goals, Teaching Methodologies, 
Curriculum, and Budgeting Priorities
Identify 
Student Learning Goals for 
Courses/Majors
Assess Student Learning to 
Identify Needed Revisions 
to Course/Major
Design Course/Major 
Curriculum to Meet Goals
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in assessing student learning are a distraction for faculty from their 
primary responsibilities of teaching and research within their own 
discipline.
In response to these types of criticism, Driscoll (2011) con-
ducted research based on her interest in learning about the extent 
to which the evaluation of honors programs was actively underway 
throughout the nation and whether programs had remained hesi-
tant to adopt such practices. Driscoll (2011) conducted a survey 
of honors program administrators and learned that of the 38 par-
ticipants, 57 percent did conduct at least some assessment of their 
program. Of the 43 percent who did not currently participate in 
assessment, 40 percent reported having a plan in place to intro-
duce assessment. Other reasons given for not conducting program 
assessment included having a new program, a new administrator, 
or insufficient time. Although less than a quarter of participants 
voiced a philosophical opposition, Driscoll (2011) concluded that a 
consensus had not yet been reached among the honors community 
on the value of assessment as a quality assurance practice. Driscoll 
(2011) argued that the greatest need in the honors community in 
regards to assessment is “research to determine effective and reli-
able program measures” (p. 101) and how to apply them.
Very little discussion has taken place on the national level 
regarding the assessment practices currently being used through-
out honors education nationally, so it is not widely known whether 
honors programs are engaging in program assessment or whether 
the results of program evaluations are being used to inform changes 
within the program. To better understand the extent to which 
honors programs are actively involved in program assessment, I 
designed a study to examine how actively program assessment is 
being conducted and what types of practices are being employed to 
examine student learning specifically. Having this knowledge will 
inform the national honors community about what work we still 
have ahead of us before we can create a culture of assessment within 
honors education.
34
Smith
methodology
This study examines the extent to which and through what 
means individuals actively involved in the leadership of honors 
education are utilizing assessment of student learning. Specifically, 
a survey consisting of 26 items was distributed in fall 2016, using 
Qualtrics, a survey software designed to administer surveys elec-
tronically and to securely store the results. The survey collected 
data from respondents regarding their demographic information 
(age range, gender, race-ethnicity, and educational level). Respon-
dents were asked to report their position within honors as well 
as their institutional type, honors program type, honors program 
size, and their years of experience in honors education. Respon-
dents were then also asked to record the types of assessment, such 
as individual assignments, theses, capstone projects, and portfolios, 
utilized in their programs.
Overview of Study Participants and  
Recruitment Procedures
Selection of participants for the study was done using the pur-
posive sampling approach. Participants were recruited based on 
their experience and active leadership in honors education. Specifi-
cally, the survey was distributed to 838 participants, each of whom 
is listed as serving as a current head of an honors program or col-
lege that is affiliated as an institutional member of NCHC.
Of the 838 individuals invited to participate, a total of 273 com-
pleted the survey for a total response rate of 32.6 percent. Of the 
273 participants, 220 (80.6%) held a doctoral degree. A little more 
than half of the participants had five years or less experience as an 
honors administrator (54.5%) while 17.2 percent had ten years or 
more. Seventy-four (27.3%) were working at honors colleges, 197 
(72.2%) were at honors programs, and two (.5% identified them-
selves as being with other.
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results and discussion
Program deans and directors reported a variety of types of stu-
dent work that is being collected for use in outcomes assessment. 
Of the 245 respondents to this question, 126 (51.4%) collect indi-
vidual student assignments, 116 (47.3%) assess a student thesis, 
106 (43.3%) use a capstone project, 100 (40.8%) report using writ-
ten compositions or research papers, 76 (31%) assess participation 
in internship or field experience, 69 (28.2%) collect portfolios, 39 
(15.9%) utilize questions embedded in larger assignments, and 
36 (14.6%) use exams. Other methods of assessment that were 
reported include independent project proposals, student survey 
instruments, exit surveys, alumni surveys, graduation and reten-
tion rates, student grades, student conference presentations, and 
student self-assessment of skill development.
Overall, it looks as if there has been an increase in the number 
of honors programs that are participating in outcomes assessment 
since Driscoll’s 2011 study. Of those responding to the survey in 
this study, 63 percent say that their honors program has defined 
learning outcomes as part of a programmatic outcomes assessment, 
and 77 percent say that their program participates in discussions 
of programmatic outcomes assessment at least once per year. 
Additionally, 61 percent of participants reported that outcomes 
assessment findings are used in the analysis of program policies 
and procedures.
The outcomes assessment process as described by Otero and 
Spurrier (2005) involves multiple steps including identifying out-
comes, gathering evidence, interpreting that evidence, and then 
using that evidence to implement change. To analyze the efficacy or 
level of preparedness that participants feel for participating in each 
step of the process, respondents were asked about their knowledge 
and proficiency. Regarding the first step of identifying program 
outcomes, 73 percent of participants feel that they are knowledge-
able in the process of creating program-related outcomes. The 
next phase in the process is gathering evidence related to those 
outcomes. Eighty-four percent of respondents reported that they 
were capable of gathering appropriate evidence to be used to assess 
36
Smith
program-related outcomes. Once that evidence is gathered, the 
honors director or dean must know how to interpret that evidence 
before it is useful to the program, and 73 percent believe that they are 
proficient in interpreting evidence gathered through the process of 
outcomes assessment. The final step in the assessment cycle entails 
using the evidence collected in the outcomes assessment process to 
make positive changes. Seventy-nine percent of participants report 
that they are adequately prepared to implement changes based on 
evidence gathered in the program review process. Based on these 
findings, the two greatest areas of need where deans and directors 
feel they could use the most support are in the processes of cre-
ating program outcomes and then actually interpreting the data 
they later collect. About one-fourth of participants reported being 
uncomfortable with these two areas whereas a higher number felt 
comfortable actually gathering the data and implementing change 
once the data was interpreted.
In addition to having the knowledge needed to effectively con-
duct program assessment, another factor that might be influencing 
the adoption of program assessment is the attitude toward and 
perception of assessment. While 67 percent say that they would 
participate in outcomes assessment activities even if it was not 
required by their college or university, half (51%) of the partici-
pants reported that they feel that administrators are focusing too 
much on outcomes assessment. While 72 percent of participants 
agree that outcomes assessment is a valuable component of the 
program improvement process, only 37 percent feel that it is a valu-
able enough component of student learning that it should guide the 
majority of program changes.
Some challenges to more fully implementing assessment as 
a part of the continuous improvement process within the hon-
ors community include the perception of its effectiveness and 
time commitment. Specifically, some participants questioned the 
credibility of program assessment: 24 percent reported that they 
feel that outcomes assessment is not a true reflection of program 
effectiveness and therefore that it should not carry much weight 
in the program planning process. Another challenge to effectively 
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assessing and improving honors programs is how time-intensive 
the process can be. Twenty-five percent of participants reported 
that the time invested in developing and maintaining an assessment 
program is not worth the information gained. If honors adminis-
trators are going to be able to meet the demands of college and 
university administration to prove their effectiveness, then it will 
become essential that future deans and directors understand how 
and to what extent program assessment can play a role in doing 
so. With nearly a quarter of the honors administrative population 
expressing doubt or hesitation toward the usefulness and worth of 
program assessment, there is still work to be done before a culture 
of continuous improvement exists within the honors community.
While the majority of participants (over 70%) reported being 
comfortable with all areas of the program assessment process, hon-
ors directors and deans could likely still use training in these areas. 
Despite the regularity that directors and deans are reporting that 
their programs are participating in discussions of outcomes assess-
ment as well as reporting that they are prepared to interpret evidence 
and implement changes, only 31 percent say that outcomes assess-
ment data are actually being used to guide the majority of program 
changes. This finding demonstrates that honors deans and directors 
are struggling to apply the skills they have to “close the loop” and 
effectively apply assessment practices for the process of continuous 
improvement. Additionally, only 22 percent of participants agreed 
that the skills they received in their graduate or disciplinary train-
ing effectively prepared them to administer outcomes assessment. 
In other words, administrators are having to learn these skills on 
the job.
The honors community, much like higher education as a whole, 
still faces a number of challenges before program assessment 
becomes a part of the culture. The national honors community 
needs to focus on developing the skills to conduct program assess-
ment and use the findings strategically to develop goals for future 
improvement if it is going to encourage greater use of assessment. 
Only once we begin to adopt these practices will we then be pre-
pared to quantify the value added by each of our programs.
38
Smith
references
Achterberg, Cheryl. 2006. “Honors Assessment and Evaluation.” 
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council 7(1):37–39. 
Retrieved March 30, 2018 <http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/ 
nchcjournal/13>.
Austin, C. Grey. 1981. Handbook for the Evaluation of an Honors 
Program. Monographs in Honors Education. National 
Collegiate Honors Council. 
Austin, C. Grey. 1991. Honors Programs: Development, Review, and 
Revitalization. Monographs in Honors Education. National 
Collegiate Honors Council. Retrieved July 2019. <https://digit 
alcommons.unl.edu/cgi/view content.cgi?article=1047&contex 
t=nchcmono>.
Brown, Margaret. 1997. “Quality.” The National Honors Report XVII 
(3):1–4. Retrieved June 2017 <http://www.tntech.edu/files/hon 
ors/nhr/2001_>.
Carnicom, Scott, and Christopher A. Snyder. 2010. “Learning 
Outcomes Assessment in Honors: An Appropriate Practice?” 
Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council 11(1):69–82.
Digby, Joan. 2014. “My Objections to Outcome [Note the Singular] 
Assessment.” Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council 
15(2):3–8.
Doyle, Joan. 2004. “Student Affairs Division’s Integration of Student 
Learning Principles.” NASPA Journal 41(2):375–94. Retrieved 
Education Research Complete (13298414).
Driscoll, Marsha B. 2011. “National Survey of College and Univer-
sity Honors Programs Assessment Protocols.” Journal of the 
National Collegiate Honors Council 12(1):89–109.
Heist, Paul, and Lois Langland. 1966. “Evaluating Honors Programs: 
History, Problems, and Prospects.” Pp. 253–81 in The Superior 
Student, edited by J. W. Cohen. New York: McGraw-Hill.
39
Practices of Assessment
Jones, Beata M., and Catherine M. Wehlburg. 2014. “Learning 
Outcomes Assessment Misunderstood: Glass Half-Empty or 
Half-Full.” Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council 
15(2):15–23.
Keeling, Richard P., Gwendolyn J. Dungy, Nancy Evans, Jane Fried, 
Susan Komives, William McDonald, and Susan Salvador. 2004. 
Learning Reconsidered 2: A Practical Guide to Implementing A 
Campus-Wide Focus on the Student Experience. Washington, DC: 
American College Personnel Association & National Association 
of Student Personnel Administrators. Retrieved May 18, 2017 
<http://www.myacpa.org/pub/documents/LearningReconsid 
ered2.pdf>.
Kelly, Sean K. 2013. “Assessing Success in Honors: Getting beyond 
Graduation Rates.” Journal of the National Collegiate Honors 
Council 14(2):25–30.
Otero, Rosalie, and Robert Spurrier. 2005. Assessing and Evaluating 
Honors Programs and Honors Colleges: A Practical Handbook. 
National Collegiate Honors Council Monograph Series, Lin-
coln, NE: National Collegiate Honors Council.
Otero, Rosalie, Robert Spurrier, and Gregory Lanier. 2011. "A Prac-
tical Handbook for Honors Program and College Evaluation 
and Assessment: to supplement and expand Assessing and Eval-
uating Honors Programs and Colleges: A Practical Handbook.” 
National Collegiate Honors Council Assessment and Evalua-
tion Committee.
Scott, Richard I., and Patricia J. Smith. 2016. “Demography of Hon-
ors: The National Landscape of Honors Education.” Journal of 
the National Collegiate Honors Council 17(1):73–91.
Address correspondence to Patricia Smith 
at psmith@uca.edu.

